Volume 21
Number 4

Article 5

1997

Mr. Bliss and Mr. Toad: Hazardous Driving in J.R.R. Tolkien's Mr.
Bliss & Kenneth Grahame's The Wind in the Willows
David Sandner

Follow this and additional works at: https://dc.swosu.edu/mythlore
Part of the Children's and Young Adult Literature Commons

Recommended Citation
Sandner, David (1997) "Mr. Bliss and Mr. Toad Hazardous Driving in J.R.R. Tolkien's Mr. Bliss & Kenneth
Grahame's The Wind in the Willows," Mythlore: A Journal of J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, Charles Williams,
and Mythopoeic Literature: Vol. 21 : No. 4 , Article 5. Available at: https://dc.swosu.edu/mythlore/vol21/
iss4/5

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by
the Mythopoeic Society at SWOSU Digital Commons. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Mythlore: A Journal of
J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, Charles Williams, and
Mythopoeic Literature by an authorized editor of SWOSU
Digital Commons. An ADA compliant document is
available upon request. For more information, please
contact phillip.fitzsimmons@swosu.edu.

To join the Mythopoeic Society go to:
http://www.mythsoc.org/join.htm

Online Summer Seminar 2023
August 5-6, 2023: Fantasy Goes to Hell: Depictions of Hell in Modern Fantasy Texts
https://mythsoc.org/oms/oms-2023.htm

Mr. Bliss and Mr. Toad: Hazardous Driving in J.R.R. Tolkien's Mr. Bliss & Kenneth
Grahame's The Wind in the Willows
Abstract
Symbolic meaning of the driving of automobiles in Mr. Bliss and The Wind in the Willows, especially as
contrasted with the activity of picnicking. Implications for the question of Nature versus Rural, technology,
food, and home.

Additional Keywords
Automobiles in fantasy; Driving in fantasy; Food in fantasy; Grahame, Kenneth—Attitude toward
technology; Grahame, Kenneth—Characters—Mr. Toad; Grahame, Kenneth. The Wind in the Willows;
Tolkien, J.R.R.—Attitude toward technology; Tolkien, J.R.R.—Characters—Mr. Bliss; Tolkien, J.R.R. Mr. Bliss

This article is available in Mythlore: A Journal of J.R.R. Tolkien, C.S. Lewis, Charles Williams, and Mythopoeic
Literature: https://dc.swosu.edu/mythlore/vol21/iss4/5

I s s u e

P a g e 36

82

W in t e r 1997

M

Y T H

L

O

R

E

M r. B lis s a n d M r. T o a d H a z a r d o u s D r iv in g
i n J . R . R . T o l k i e n 's M r . B l i s s & K e n n e t h
G r a h a m e 's T h e W i n d i n t h e W i l l o w s
D a v id S a n d e r
A
distrust
of cars unites the adventures of Mr. Bliss and
those of Mr. Toad. One m ight be tem pted to say, a
mistrust of Technology unites them, and one m ight want
to oppose this mistrust with a faith in Nature, But such a
reading overreaches. In Tolkien's Mr. Bliss and Grahame's
The Wind in the Willows driving in particular is the problem;
and the specific positive activity opposed to driving is
picnicking, food and comfort and idle enjoyment.

Of Picnics
Food and comfort play an important role in both The
Hobbit and The Lord of the Rings as well. A hobbit epito
m izes the lover of good food and creature comforts, m ulti
course meals, cakes before and after each, presents and
pocket handkerchiefs at all times. Gandalf, Aragom ,
Boromir and the other im m ediately recognizable heroic
figures in LoTR could not bear the One Ring to the Crack
of D oom because they could not resist it. A hobbit m ust
bear it. The final check to the Dark Lord's pow er is not,
ultimately, the return of the True King, but a plum p hobbit
with crumbs on his chin and vest, sm oking his pipe on the
doorstep of his comfortable hobbit-hole. With one impor
tant caveat: hobbits don't like adventures, "We don't want
any adventures here, thank you!" (18) as Bilbo tells Gan
dalf in The Hobbit, A hobbit m ust be roused to action, as
Bilbo and Frodo were roused by Gandalf.
In Grahame's book, M ole is roused by "Spring...with
its spirit of divine discontent and longing....Something up
above,., calling him imperiously" (I; ch. 1) in an inspiration
to his "new life and its splendid spaces" (103; ch., 5).
Specifically, M ole is called out to life on what his friend
Rat called "The River" (9; ch. 1). The River is life lived, the
opposite of M ole's previous pent up existence w hitew ash
ing his little hom e. It is like an always open holy book - "a
babbling procession of the best stories in the world, sent
from the heart of the earth to be told at last to the insatiable
sea" (4; ch. 1). On it lies a sacred island inhabited by the
god of the river, Pan, w hose m ystic m usic whispers in the
w illow s, inviting and instructing. Full of surprises and
ecstatic energy, The River is described as enchanting, be
witching, fascinating, intoxicating, dreamy.
The chief activity of those living on Grahame's River is
"messing about in boats" (7; ch. 1), and the prominent
feature of "m essing about in boats" is picnicking. In con
trast to the car crashes and m isadventures of driving,
picnicking is slow , deliberate and relaxing. In these works,

to picnic is, to paraphrase W hitman, to "loafe and invite
[your] soul, / lean and loafe at [your] ease" (1.4-5), an act
of serenity of spirit. Food is lovingly described by Tolkien
and Grahame, and reading about it can m ake one alter
nately full or ravenous. In one m em orable scene, food is
described to excess as Rat enum erates the contents of a
picnic basket:
"There's cold chicken inside it," replied the Rat briefly;
coldtonguecoldhamcoldbeefpickledgherkinssaladfrench
rollscressandwidgespottedmeatgingerbeerlemonsoda
water -"
"O stop, stop," cried the Mole in ecstasies: "This is too
much!" (8; ch. 1)
The true analogue to Grahame's River, and particu
larly the figure of Pan, in Tolkien's works is Tom Bombadil. Against the epic and seem ingly absolute struggle of
wizards and dark lords, Tom Bombadil took no sides,
recognized no pow er, follow ed no laws. A s he tells the
hobbits under his care in LoTR:
"Eldest, that's what I am... Tom was here before the
river and the trees; Tom remembers the first raindrop
and the first acorn. He made paths before the Big
People, and saw the Little People arriving... When the
Elves passed Westward, Tom was here already, before
the seas were bent, He knew the dark under the stars
when it was fearless - before the Dark Lord came from
Outside," (142; bk. 1; ch. 7)
In Mr. Bliss, only the Girabbit com es close to repre
senting the chaotic, unconscious energy expressed by The
River and Tom Bombadil. The Girabbit is blind, lives in a
"deep, deep hole in the ground" (6), sleeps during the day
and is a secret from everyone, hidden by Mr. Bliss for years.
The Girabbit, Tom Bombadil, and The River cannot be
sim ply identified as Nature. The W ild W ood in WITW and
the Bears' w ood in Mr. Bliss are nature as well. But they
are dangerous places of w ild excess com pared w ith the
gentler life on the riverbank or the dom esticated Girabbit.
Pan, Tom Bombadil and, to a lesser extent, the Girabbit are
m anifestations of sacred Nature, the M ystery m ade actual
through the use of fantastic figures. They are beyond us,
as Tom Bombadil is beyond the War of the Ring, the
Girabbit is beyond the weather, or Pan's whisper in the
w illow s is a longing beyond understanding. They reach
out to us in need as Bombadil helped the hobbits against
the treachery of Old Man W illow, a m alevolent expression
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of wilderness, or as Pan helped the Otter's son to come
home. Older-than-time Tom Bombadil, the im possible
Girabbit, and the divine Friend and Helper Pan are an
em bodim ent of the world of the spirit immanent in N a
ture.
W hen Rat and M ole follow Pan's piping, they see, to
quote W ordsworth, "into the life of things" (49). Nature
becom es at every m om ent more vivid as the veil betw een
this world and the world of the spirit drops away: "the
horizon becam e clearer, field and tree came more into
sight, and som ehow w ith a different look; the m ystery
began to drop away" (132; ch. 7). Nature reveals its sacred
heart: "Mole felt a great A w e....no panic terror —indeed he
felt w onderfully at peace and happy -- but it w as an awe
that sm ote and held him and, w ithout seeing, he knew it
could only m ean that same august Presence w as very, very
near" (135). M ole and Rat see Pan and worship him with
a joy that is also fear.
"Afraid?" murm ured Rat, his eyes shining w ith unut
terable love, "Afraid! O f Him? O, never, never: A nd yet and yet - O, M ole, I am afraid!"
Then the tw o animals crouching to the earth, bow ed
their heads and did w orship. (136)

In WITW and Mr. Bliss, the sacred is not found in the
deeper w ilds (this is not true of LotR), but rather on small
river islands, or poking its head out of holes in the front
yard, or (as w ith Bombadil and The River) in picnicking
on lazy-day boating trips. To picnic, w hich in these works
m ay be read, to Pray or to m editate, is best done not in
innocent and untram m eled wilderness, but rather in a
place of com prom ise betw een nature and comfort, in
WITW, one picnics along the riverbank; the big picnic in
Mr. Bliss is in the Dorkinses' spacious but enclosed garden.
These works are ultim ately cham pions not of Nature, but
of the Rural, the cultivated countryside of distant but
friendly neighbors and dusty roads.
N ot sim ply anti-Technological, they require a certain
level of technology, enough to build manor houses and
roads from the prim eval forest, and boats and bicycles and
carts in w hich to get around. Driving, in Mr. Bliss and
WITW, can be characterized as shallow, disconcerting,
disconnected, part of the W ide World with which Rat
wants nothing to do. Yet Technology is not sim ply dem on
ized, but is rather deplored as an end in itself. For Bliss and
Mr. Toad, motor-cars are an end in them selves, choice in
their unseem ly pursuit of the ecstatic.

Of Motor-cars
"Caveat emptor” could be the moral of the fables of Mr.
Bliss and Mr. Toad. Mr. Bliss and Mr. Toad acquire their
cars on impulse. According to the dust jacket copy on a
recent edition, Mr. Bliss makes "the whim sical decision to
buy a car," a m om ent of high camp to anyone w ho has
bought their own. The chapter by chapter alternation be
tween the adventures of M ole and the adventures of Mr.
Toad in WITW establish Toad as an exaggerated, comic
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counterpoint to M ole, Both are Romantic seekers of the
ecstatic, but where Mole errs on the side of the Wild Wood,
wandering in too deep, Toad errs on the other side, toward
the fleeting and insubstantial, toward driving. "Poop, poop!"
Toad says in a comic exclamation of glassy-eyed joy w hen he
first sees a motorcar. In an excess of driving-lust, Toad even
steals a car although he has plenty of money. Mr. Bliss and
Mr. Toad do not think about what they are getting into, nor
do they make an adequate assessment of their driving skills.
One hope of redemption for the rest of us drivers is that we
can easily be more proficient then Mr. Bliss and Mr. Toad,
w ho are exceptionally bad drivers.
Mr. Bliss has three car crashes: first, he crashes into Mr.
Day and upsets his cabbages; then he upsets Mrs. Knight
and her bananas; finally he smacks into a w all and every
one in his car is thrown over the w all and into the Dorkins'
family picnic (reinforcing once again that picnicking is the
opposite of driving.) Mr. Bliss's car m ust then be tow ed
hom eward by three ponies and a donkey, A nd this is after
only his first drive!
Mr. Toad crashed at least eight cars, the final two some
one else's. Mr. Toad's coach-house is, according to Rat, "lit
erally piled up to the roof... with fragments of motor-cars
none of them bigger than your hat" (68; ch. 4). For stealing a
car, he winds up in a dungeon, a dejected toad.
Mr. Bliss's and Mr. Toad's lack of foresight and poor
driving skills are clear enough even before they ow n cars.
Mr. Bliss's bicycle has no pedals and he rides it only
downhill. In our first encounter w ith Mr. Toad, he rows
his boat too fast and overturns it. Driving motor-cars
m agnifies the tragic, or rather, comic flaws of Mr. Toad and
Mr. Bliss. Toad never drives a car but he drives it fast, as
fast as he can go until he crashes. H is arrogance is inflated,
and som etim es even sinister:
He increased his pace, and as the car devoured the
street and leapt forth on the high road through the
open country, he was only conscious that he was Toad
once more, Toad at his best and highest, Toad the
terror, the traffic-queller, the Lord of the lone trail,
before whom all must give way or be smitten into
nothingness and everlasting night. (121; ch. 6)
W hen driving, Mr. Bliss seem s ever m ore lost in his
repressed obliviousness. A crash around one com er does
not make him m ore careful going around the next. An
undercurrent of the sinister can even be glim psed in the
greedy and opportunistic actions of the Bears. They at
tempt to intimidate Mr. Bliss into giving them his car after
he drives into their forest. (They also dem and his passen
ger's goods.) W hen Mr. Bliss refuses to give up his car (and
Mr. Day his cabbages, and Mrs. Knight her bananas), the
Bears cry out:
"Then w e shall eat you all up — one each! said the
[three] bears,... they rolled their yellow eyes, and
growled, and looked so fierce that Mr. Bliss was fright
ened (and so was Mr. Day and Mrs. Knight). (14)
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The narrator assures us they were only teasing, but Mr.
and Mrs. Knight do give the bears their cabbages and
bananas. In WITW and Mr. Bliss, motor-cars breed a som e
times violent and unseem ly lust.
For the sin of driving, Mr. Bliss and Mr. Toad lose
control of their hom es, a representation of their ow n per
sonal loss of control. Mr. Bliss and Mr. Toad both ow n
large houses. Toad ow ns stately Toad Hall, comm only
called the "best house in these parts." Mr. Bliss has a great
house on a hill with "tall rooms, and a very high front door,
because Mr. Bliss wore such tall hats" (4). They are both
country gentlem an, a man and a toad of property, not
exceedingly rich, like the Dorkinses in Mr. Bliss but
wealthy enough to buy a car on a whim , and their hom es
are their castles.
H om e is, unsurprisingly in these works, deeply con
nected with food. When Toad is locked away in a dungeon,
a piece of buttered toast calls him back home:
The sm ell of that buttered toast sim p ly talked to Toad,
and w ith n o uncertain voice; talked of w arm kitchens,
of breakfasts and bright frosty m ornings, of cozy par
lour firesides on w inter ev en in g s, w h e n on e's ram bles
w ere over and slip p ered feet w ere p rop p ed on the
fender; of the purring o f contented cats, and the twitter
of sle e p y canaries. (146; ch. 8)

H om e is the balance to Romantic seeking, either pic
nicking, as is proper, or driving, which is unseem ly. It is
respite and renewal. In the chapter, "Dulce Domum,"
Mole returned to his hom e after living awhile with Rat on
the riverbank and learned the:
special valu e of so m e anchorage in on e's existence. He
did n ot at all w a n t to abandon the n e w life and its
sp len d id sp aces, to turn h is back on su n and air and all
they offered him and creep h om e and stay there; the
upper w o rld w a s all too strong, it called to h im still,
ev en d o w n there, and he k n ew he m u st return to the
larger stage. But it w a s g o o d to think he had this to
com e back to, this place w h ich w a s all his ow n.... (103)

"I am Blessed!" remarks Mr. Bliss w hen, after running
all night, he spots his hom e on the hillside in the distance.
The return hom e is a comm on motif in fantastic litera
ture, perhaps a necessary balance to the estrangement of
the fantastic, the presence of what Tolkien called Faerie, the
other world The Hobbit is sub-titled "There and Back
Again," and the last line of LotR is Sam's greeting to his
wife: "Well, I'm back." Mole's hom ecom ing is enacted
easily enough, a tribute to his more dignified pursuit of the
ecstatic. For Mr. Toad and Mr. Bliss there is a "Scouring of
the Shire" to face. As a direct result of their misadventures
in motor-cars, they are required to fight for their lost homes.
Mr. Bliss and Mr. Toad are comic O dysseuses, hom e
from their Great Wanderings to find their hom es over-run.
Penelope's suitors are played by, respectively, the stoats
and w easels in WITW and the Girabbit in Mr. Bliss. The
stoats and w easels jump on the opportunity of Mr. Toad's
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incarceration to steal into his hom e in great numbers, set
up guards against Toad's friends and eat up his larder
during big and unruly celebrations. The Girabbit begins to
literally eat Mr. Bliss out of house and hom e, breaking into
the dining room and eating "its w ay through the ceiling
into the best bedroom and through the next ceiling into the
attic, and up the attic chimney" (39) until its head, eating
a piece of the rug, stuck out the top of the house like a flag.
Toad's friends, Badger, Rat and M ole, aid him in
routing the stoats and w easels, w hile the Bears, of all
creatures, scare the Girabbit out of Mr. Bliss's house for a
small fee.
Mr. Bliss and The Wind in the Willows end happily with
banquets, friends and lavish eating. Mr. Toad, one is as
sured, "was indeed an altered Toad!" (257; ch. 12), al
though one doubts it. A nd as for Mr. Bliss, "Old Bliss has
got the best of it after all!" (47) the Bears remark. For the
m om ent each is contented doing w hat Tolkien and Graham e endorsed as one of life's great deeds: eating, and
eating w ell am ong friends. And each, at least for the m o
m ent (for w ho can tell with Toad), has given up the horrid
and spiritually jejune habit of driving.
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